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White Ants, Empire and Entomo-politics in South Asia
Published in London a year before the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857, a book described how the governor general's residence in Calcutta, then capital of British India, was attacked by unforeseen enemies. It lamented that these assailants had already undermined the suzerainty of the British Empire on numerous occasions. After having established their 'dominions…on terra firma', they 'took possession' of British ships, and were now on the verge of asserting their 'sovereignty of the ocean'. On the other side of the world in the West Indies, these intruders had made their way into the house of the British governor of Tobago, and even 'took possession' of a microscope that was carefully preserved within a Mahogany box. 1 Their ability to trespass into some of the most securely barricaded enclaves of empire and cause havoc amazed Dionysius Lardner, the author of this monograph.
Lardner, who had been a significant figure in the popularisation of scientific knowledge in London, was describing the exploits of termites, a group of insects referred interchangeably and more commonly as white ants. He shared the widely held contemporary understanding that white ants were a distinct group of insects who had 'very little in common with ants' except perhaps their perceived 'social character and habits'. 2 Although he was silent about the complexion of white ants, other nineteenth-century observers doubted if these 1 2 insects were necessarily white in colour. 3 Lardner observed that despite possessing four membranous wings in their 'perfect state', white ants were 'diminutive' in size, hardly the fourth of an inch in length, were usually blind, and were made up of a soft body wrapped up by a 'thin and delicate skin'. Lardner argued that given their vulnerable physical constitution they felt threatened even by ants, and retreated mostly to a covert and subterranean existence. 4 White ants were indeed tiny, fragile and relatively invisible insects. Yet, they made their formidable presence felt across the British Empire, whether in Africa, Australia, or Southeast Asia. 5 Encounters between British imperial power and white ants were enduring, significant and multifaceted. In view of the indelible scars left by white ants on artefacts that were fundamental to the sustenance of empire, contemporary commentators tended to magnify the physical properties of these otherwise fragile insects. White ants were thus compared with bulldogs and imagined to possess forceps. 6 Although many works on British colonial history refer to white ants in passing, in-depth focus on the history of white ants in the colonial context is rare. 7 Even fewer attempts have been made in examining the sustained interactions between white ants and imperial power in a specific British colony. In adopting such an approach with respect to British India in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this article analyses different facets of colonial power that these interspecies interactions engendered. The first section explores the vulnerabilities of British colonial rule to white ants. From the early nineteenth century onwards, white ants were seen increasingly to affect the fledgling networks of colonial bureaucracy and infrastructure. Analysis of these vulnerabilities, in turn, brings to the fore some of the key material foundations of colonial power. The second section reasserts the resilience of the British colonial state by examining the strategies authorised by officials to address the problem of white ants. These strategies reveal how the gaze of colonial governance was extended to include the realm of animate as well as inanimate nonhumans. While the relevance of these strategies persisted throughout the colonial period, newer trends were witnessed in course of the nineteenth century. The third section, therefore, traces how British columnists, bureaucrats and naturalists appropriated the white ant problem as an opportunity to characterise Indian landscapes and people. In imperial rhetoric, white ants featured as a metaphor to Using the case of white ants, this article highlights how entomo-politics was an intrinsic feature of colonial power. Entomo-politics may serve as a pertinent expression to indicate ubiquitous encounters between insects and political power. As part of the broader field of animal and environmental histories, the focus on entomo-politics questions the predominant anthropocentrism in the mainstream historiography of empire. 8 The expression entomo-politics indicates the processes through which the diverse realm of insects was acknowledged, shaped and dealt with in the political domain in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In view of their perceived paradoxical and enigmatic characteristics, insects more generally were considered distinct within the wider category of nonhuman animals. 9 One of these paradoxical characteristics related to the scale of insects as historical actors. Although insects were usually miniscule in size, they were innumerable. Despite their apparently fragile and ephemeral bodies, insects were recurrent and almost pervasive. 10 Political establishments, especially in the tropical colonies, interpreted insects diversely because of their alleged excessiveness.
While various species of insects were suspected of being medical and agricultural pests, others were valued as potential commercial resources and lively capital. 11 The enigma about insects percolated into the fields of knowledge.
Entomologists debated whether insects were the least evolved among living creatures, or whether they constituted ideal models for technological as well as human social organisation; were insects endowed with traces of intelligence or were they instinct-driven machine-like automatons. 12 Given the ascription of such commodious attributes, insects have served as enduring political and social metaphors, which were often connected to practices of dehumanisation and zoomorphism. 13 The term entomo-politics also opens up for analysis the extent to which political power and insects were co-constituted. While highlighting the political and cultural contexts in which the natural characteristics of insects were defined, experienced and contested, the frame of entomo-politics also reveals how the 10 Some scholars have recently argued that insects are particularly 'good to think with'. 14 This article traces the emergence of white ants as entomo-political subjects in South Asia to rethink British colonial rule in the region. In so doing, it details how these insects and colonial power shaped one another. As will be shown, these co-constitutive processes manifested in different ways. White ants made colonial power vulnerable. Yet, white ants also made colonial power more prolific as a source of metaphors, more vigilant, resilient, and intrusive. Because of their entanglement with colonial and post-colonial politics, white ants, in turn, featured as miniscule, numerous, and recurrent pests, and as objects of knowledge and governmental control. In the process, white ants acquired a range of cultural meanings. Over time, white ants were projected as a marker of primitive civilizations and Islamic misrule, and as an allegory for British imperial exploitation, communism, democratic socialism, and even the Indian National Congress.
I
Imperial officials in different parts of British India persistently complained about white ants. These 'ravenous' insects supposedly 'damaged', 'destroyed', and 'ravaged' bamboo, cloth, glass, leather, tiles, thatched roof, and even wool. 15 Empire in India appears to have been particularly vulnerable to white ants because these insects consumed paper and wood, which were amongst the most crucial material foundations of the nineteenth-century colonial state.
Paper was one of the backbones of the colonial bureaucracy. 16 In the Company era, officials alleged that white ants destroyed different kinds of materials that were made up of paper: currencies as well as promissory notes, handwritten revenue and judicial records. 17 Therefore white ants added to the everyday chaos of the administration. The issue of white ants was recurrently discussed in bureaucratic files. White ants also potentially threatened the very existence of these files themselves. Despite the proliferation of print and related copying technologies in the post-mutiny period, these anxieties did not entirely subside. Administrative concerns about protecting printed bureaucratic reports from white ants persisted throughout the colonial period. 18 The ostensible appetite of white ants for paper interrupted significant intellectual projects that were initiated by the government. The production as well as preservation of knowledge about India was among the key modalities of British colonial rule in the subcontinent. The colonial government upheld itself as a patron of books relating to India. White ants made their presence felt in some of these projects. In the early nineteenth century, for example, the public department in the Bombay presidency commissioned Captain James Thomas
Molesworth to produce a Marathi to English dictionary for the benefit of East India Company's employees in the region. Before the dictionary could be widely circulated 149 rare copies 'suffered to be devoured by the white ants '. 19 Later in the century, the fact that white ants could notoriously 'devour books wholesale' 20 particularly bothered the Indian museum in Calcutta, which pursued the ambition of 'permanent preservation' of exhibits, including books and manuscripts from the 'ravages' of white ants. 21 21 Anonymous, 'The India museum and library, and the measure required for their efficient working and proper accommodation', p.32 in Memoranda and Papers laid before the council of India, 17 January 1874-11 January 1875. IOR/C/137 [BL] 9 published in the Times of India in 1874, for instance, lamented that documents related to Calcutta in the pre-1770 period had been 'swept away' by white ants. 22 Compared to paper, the significance of wood as a foundation of empire is relatively less recognised in recent historiography. Yet, the vulnerability of British colonial rule in India to white ants resulted especially from the fact that it was an empire based, to a great extent, on woodwork. Colonial officials variously recorded that white ants tended to 'attack' and 'destroy' wood.
Wood was a key material foundation of the infrastructures of transport and communication that the colonial government had put together. Timber was an essential ingredient of ships that visited sub-continental ports in the Company era. Officials from the period alleged that by preying on wood, white ants caused severe damage to steam vessels. Ships were 'docked' after being 'attacked' by these 'troublesome insects', and repairing them involved substantial expenditure that were estimated between 1497 rupees and 35,000 rupees in the 1820s and 30s. 23 The occasional crippling of these spectacular symbols of British industrial technology by tiny insects disrupted the seamless display of imperial power. of its fir piles was 'attacked' by white ants. 24 Around this time, it was also alleged that white ants 'destroyed' sleepers made of wood after making their way into railway carriages. 25 Meanwhile, officials based in Punjab and elsewhere reported that white ants intruded within the expanding apparatus of electric telegraph by 'ravaging' wooden posts. 26 The use of wood by colonial officials went beyond framing mechanisms of long distance travel and communication. This explains why these officials had to deal with the indelible marks left by white ants not just on military storages in the Company era, but also on public buildings and packages at a later period. 27 For example, white ants damaged powder racks in the arsenal of Fort William in Calcutta in 1856, as well as subjecting wooden staves of barrels containing gunpowder to 'destructive attack' a few years earlier in a military store in Madras. 28 White ants featured in discussions about grand colonial administrative schemes.
A 681 mile long 'customs hedge', which existed over considerable parts of 24 The potential threat of white ants even added to the concerns of commercial planters. George Watts' A Dictionary of the Economic Products of India described in 1893 that the white ants were 'enemies' of sugarcane plants. 30 Official reports from the period claimed that white ants tended to 'eat up the root of the live (sugarcane) crops… and caused the death of the plants'. 31 Other reports noted the 'plentiful' presence of white ants in the Indian tea gardens, where they 'occasionally' caused 'great deal of damage', while also 'greedily attacking' groundnut plants. 32 White ants were believed to be especially harmful to the 'young and weakly' plants, and were listed as a pest for mango tress, chilli crop and wheat. 33 British imperial power in India was based, to a great extent, on paper and wood. Towards the end of British colonial rule in South Asia, an English newspaper article claimed that losses suffered in India because of white ants were 'incalculable'. 34 Officials observed that the impact of white ants on materials made up of timber could also be quite misleading because these insects often 'destroyed' timber whether used in 'building, bridges and…furniture' from within, while leaving the exterior intact. 35 Officials were perturbed by the alleged ability of white ants to damage edifices of empire while leaving the outward illusions of order and stability undisturbed.
Colonial officials found white ants to be elusive given their miniscule size, their unpredictable origins, their preference for darkness, and their relative invisibility. 36 Acting against them proved to be difficult because they were 'countless', possessed 'incredible energy', and displayed remarkable persistence in rebuilding their habitats even when they were destroyed by human 34 intervention. 37 In view of these features, white ants continued to be seen, to a great extent, as an 'indestructible' even unstoppable problem throughout the colonial period. 38 
II
The vulnerability to white ants made imperial power resilient and vigilant. The need to protect wood and paper (and plantations) from white ants provoked imperial officials to devise effective ways to govern these animate and inanimate nonhumans. These techniques reinforced different facets of imperial state power.
One of the obvious manifestations of brute state power involved targeting the insect itself. The practice of killing white ants by temporarily sinking ships that were infested with these insects into the sea originated, at least, as early as the 1810s and persisted into the second half of the century. 39 Steaming was another early-nineteenth-century technique that was deployed in killing white ants in ships. 40 These paved the way for other enduring processes such as fumigation of white ants' nests (also known as ant-hills; usually conical structures made up of clay) with the help of various poisonous chemicals, such as hydrocyanic acid, carbon bisulphide, pure white arsenic powder, diphenylamine and calcium 37 41 For the purpose of fumigation, imperial officials could access white ant killing appliances, such as the Vermin Asphyxiator, which was described in 1874 as a 'strong and durable instrument' capable of disseminating sulphurous smoke into the burrows of white ants' nest, and the Ant Exterminator, which was described in 1914 as a machine that could 'pump hot poisonous gases into the subterranean burrows or galleries' of white ants. 42 Meanwhile, in the 1900s, a solution of corrosive sublimate was considered 'quickly fatal to all the insects', and therefore its application was recommended to prevent possible inroads of white ants into buildings. 43 In the same decade, cruder techniques persisted.
White ants' nests were razed to the ground through force, burnt down, or attacked with hot water and kerosene. 44 Through much of the colonial period, these necropolitical impulses were complemented by efforts to replace the use of wood with more robust objects, such as metals, which were believed to withstand the presence of white ants.
Thus, it was recommended that copper, iron, lead or even steel should replace wood on the mast-head of ships, gun barrels, on telegraph posts and railroad ties, on windmills and in arsenals and churches. 45 Similarly, concrete and plaster were preferred over wooden materials and thatched roofs in the construction of official buildings, and at least on one occasion it was recommended that 41 Large-scale substitution of wood with other materials could neither be undertaken on a comprehensive scale across colonial South Asia nor was the extermination of the entire species of white ants from the region feasible. While being compelled to retain wood and paper as key ingredients of the British colonial state in India, imperial officials devised ways of protecting these materials from white ants. These strategies were broadly of two kinds, both of which contributed to the governance of these inanimate nonhumans.
The first set of strategies involved applying protective layers on the external surface of paper and wood to drive white ants away. In the Company era, varnishes made up of various botanical compositions including Bhella juice and bitter aloes were recommended for the protection of wooden structures such as vessels, and telegraph posts. 47 Later between the 1880s and 1900s, paper was routinely smeared with a range of chemical entities referred variously as Mr.
Woodrow's solution, kerosene oil, and 'spirituous solutions of corrosive sublimate'. 48 In the same period, kerosene emulsions, tobacco decoctions and 46 The second set of strategies, which in different forms were visible throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, were related especially to wood, and aimed at altering and improving the internal composition of the object itself.
These strategies, imperial officials hoped, would contribute to the robustness of wood. One of the probable ways of achieving this was through desiccation, which involved the removal of moisture by the application of heat. This was believed to be characterized by a 'purifying virtue' because the removal of moisture restored the robustness of the fibre of the wood, making it potentially uninflammable and durable. 52 'Metallization' was considered to be another way through which the strengthening of wood could be achieved. Britain and India that claimed to soak, saturate, steep pieces of wood in solutions of metals such as copper, zinc and iron. 53 For similar purposes, heterogeneous material concoctions including petroleum, coal tar creosotes, solution of corrosive sublimate and rain water, solution of volatile ammonia and pounded oxide of arsenic, coconut oil, and saccharine were inserted within wooden structures. 54 Unlike other colonial modalities of dealing with the white ant problem, these efforts were explicitly articulated in medical terms: the insertion of these materials into wood was described as an 'effectual curative process', or as an injection; while these preservatives were, on occasions, referred as an antiseptic. 55 The insertion of these materials into wood was also described, in crude gendered language, as impregnation, or less frequently, as penetration. 56 British imperial officials imagined wood in India as a weak and vulnerable entity, which could potentially become stronger and durable once 'impregnated' by invigorating chemical solutions.
White ants, therefore, provoked different responses from the representatives of imperial power. Imperial officials acquired the ability to kill as well as repel white ants. They were also either able to replace inanimate victims of white ants 53 with more durable substitutes, or devise strategies to protect them. While ensuring the protection of paper and wood, imperial officials displayed their ability to disrupt the supposed purity and homogeneity of objects: both paper and wood were interspersed with chemicals; metallic contents became the part and parcel of the interiors of wooden structures; while botanical extracts indelibly adorned their external surfaces. Writing in 1880, EHA claimed that one of the most inevitable experiences that travelers to India were bound to encounter was 'white ants eating up the bed in one night, so that in the morning we are lying on the floor'. 65 The next year, EHA described India as 'a land whose soil is three-fourths white ants and one-fourths earthy matter or stone'. 66 Cunningham argued in 1909 that any account on common insects found in Indian gardens and houses that failed to devote attention to the white ants would be like 'a performance of Hamlet with the name-role left out'. 67 Commentaries on art and sculpture either collected or authored by British colonial officials claimed that white ants and their habitats (whether referred as nests or hills) were integrated in multiple South Asian religious traditions. 68 White ants' nests or hills recurrently featured in colonial visual representations of Indian landscapes. People associated with senior representatives of the colonial state often created these visuals. 69 These visual works, which included photographs, asserted the prominence of these nests in South Asian landscapes by emphasising their significant sizes. 70 In explaining the proliferation of white ants and their nests in India, imperial commentators referred to the peculiarities of the place itself, apart from blaming inefficient subordinate officials, and unrefined natives. The perpetuation of white ants in the colony was explained in terms of the compatibility of these insects with Indian nature. Both white ants and India were described as integral components of the tropical world. 71 (Seattle, 2006) environment allowed white ants, monkeys, and birds, much like thunderstorms, to be encountered frequently. 72 Officials also suggested that indigenous crafts especially attracted and sustained white ants. For example, revenue officials in Bombay in the 1840s made the intriguing observation that Guzerat revenue survey records that were written 'on country paper in the native characters' were particularly 'destroyed by white ants', and that the 'nature of country paper tends so much to the engendering and propagation of this pernicious insect'. 73 It was suggested that white ants could destroy wood and paper because of the negligence of subordinate colonial officials. For example, on learning that a railway bridge made up of creosoted timber had been damaged by the action of white ants in suburban Bengal in 1857, the Court of Directors in London recommended that the railway engineer should investigate whether there was any 'deficiency of creosote' in the relevant construction. It was therefore implied, that the ravages caused by white ants could have been avoided if the subordinate officials were more efficient in their application of creosote. 74 Similarly, the destruction of 149 copies of Moleworth's dictionary a couple of decades earlier in Bombay was blamed not on 'oversight…but...culpable neglect' of subordinate officials. 75 The ruining of currency notes by white ants in the collector's office in 72 COD to Governor General of India-in-Council (Public Monghyr in November 1835 provided occasion to criticize widespread corruption in that office. 76 While discussing white ants British commentators blamed the limited intellectual faculty of Indians. Discussions about strategies against white ants in India were accompanied with comments admonishing 'ignorant and sloth' domestic servants who 'think for themselves' and fail to follow the instructions of their employers, and Indians more generally who lacked education and enterprise. 77 The problem of white ants provided British officials an excuse to assert that Indians were superstitious and irrational in their religious beliefs.
While a book on the agricultural pests of India claimed that white ants' nests were revered as sacred sites for worshiping serpents by the 'Hindoos', a
Christian missionary text included the alleged Hindu penance ritual of 'inviting white ants to make their nests' in the body within a long discussion about 'frightful' 'childish and disgusting' religious practices in India. 78 and honours, due to sovereigns' and who were 'exempted from participation in all the common industry' of the nest, apart from 'increase and multiplication '. 83 In similar anthropomorphic vein, white ants' nests were frequently mentioned as a 'colony'. 84 The white ants, as we have noted, were allegorically imagined to constitute a parallel, often underground, world of 'dominion' and 'sovereignty'.
Although these nests were lauded for their astute organization, 85 of Victorian culture and political stability that the British were promising to introduce in colonial India.
Contemporary writers in the imperial age, many of them British, appropriated the question of white ants to assert civilizational differences. They agreed that while British colonial interests discarded white ants as a harmful pest, inhabitants of 'the east', and of parts of 'India as in Africa' knew how to make use of white ants. It was observed that these people accepted white ants as objects of food. 89 One author suggested that while insect-eating had precedents in different civilizations in previous historical epochs, these practices eventually survived more extensively beyond Western Europe and among the 'savage nations'. 90 Before he acquired his notoriety as the pioneer of eugenics, Francis Galton had written a travellers' manual, first published in 1855, in which he argued that natives of 'wild countries' (as distinct from 'civilised and partly civilised nations') dug holes 'in the sides of' white ants' nests and used them as ovens for the purposes of cooking. 93 Another travel narrative published in London in 1912 claimed that the 'negroes' of West Africa perpetrated 'ghastly forms of torture' by forcibly fastening humans to white ants' nests. The author observed that it was not unusual in the region to find skeletons of humans tied to nests, ten to twenty feet high. 94 These writers believed that unlike what was to be expected in contemporary which had been eaten up by white ants. 'The white ants had eaten the one; the White Sahebs had damaged the other's soul beyond repair'. 108 Meanwhile, apart from being perceived as detrimental to colonial governance, real white ants began to be seen as a threat to various symbols of the emerging Indian nation. Municipal corporations, which were local civic bodies set up by the colonial government in key urban centres, increasingly accommodated Indian representatives in the second half of the nineteenth century, and became institutions where the first generation of Indian nationalists could assert their influence. 109 White ants made their presence felt in these institutions from the 1880s onwards. In a meeting of the Bombay municipal corporation held on the 10 th of December 1888, which was dominated, at least numerically, by South Asian members, white ants were alleged to have destroyed stationery belonging to the municipality. 110 In a similar meeting a few years later, an Indian member of the Bombay municipal corporation moved a resolution pointing out that white ants had damaged the cables required to install electric lights at the municipal office. 111 White ants continued to keep Indian officials at the municipality busy even after the formal end of British colonial rule in 1947. 112 existence. 115 He suggested that the 'harmonious life' within the white ants' nest was achieved through 'the ideals of communism fulfilled to the letter'. Prater observed that each individual (the queen, the king, workers, soldiers etc.) worked uniformly and carried out their designated functions for 'common welfare and good'; there was no 'differentiated scale of wages' and each individual had their 'share in the products of the community as a whole'. Prater denied that there was a ruling class in the white ants' nest, suggesting that every individual had 'equal status', and that even kings and queens were 'sovereigns only in name'. They, like other inhabitants of the nest, argued Prater, 'are but cogs in the communal machine, where each individual becomes a mechanical unit, completing its appointed task and receiving its share of food'. The view that the queen's sovereignty and privilege were tempered by her captive status within the royal cell existed in the nineteenth century. Yet, the idea that the organisation of insect life within the white ants' nest reflected a vision of praising the fact that each category of white ants functioned along the ways they were predetermined by birth. 118 In justifying the caste system among white ants he condoned, and probably mirrored, the discriminatory spirit in which caste systems were prevalent in human society.
The idealization of white ants in contemporary India could be even more explicit.
Towards the end of the Nehruvian period, the Times of India published a piece that praised white ants for constructing exemplary polities. It argued that the world of white ants was characterized by ideological values, which humans should emulate. Thus, according to this piece, the white ants were 'pure republicans'; they constituted a world marked by the 'highest forms of democratic socialism', and the absence of 'linguistic or cultural feuds', or Cold War 'between one ism and another'. It acknowledged that 'even if some casteism' existed it was 'regularly kept under check', and even if wars were 'occasionally fought', peace was 'soon restored regardless of the price'. White ants, according to this piece, seem to have removed some of the impediments towards effective governance, such as verbose arguments about the relative merits of 'private and public sectors', revolutionaries and beatniks. 'All the angry young termites were liquidated aeons ago'. 119 The world of white ants, it implied, displayed some of the contradictions characteristic of many strong, independent and modern nation states: democracy, peace and stability co-existing with intolerance towards political dissent. Many of these ideals were drawn from political vocabulary recurrent in contemporary India. The world of white ants was upheld Focus on entomo-politics also highlights some of the key material foundations of colonial power in British India in the long nineteenth century. 122 White ants came to the attention of colonial officials because they ostensibly 'ate into' wood and paper, which were considered among the essential ingredients on which colonial rule in India was founded. These materials therefore acquired political significance, and protecting them from white ants became a priority for the government and its representatives. Seen from the perspective of white ants, Empire appears to have been a 'power-saturated material-discursive' 123 assemblage, sustained by materials like wood, paper, varnishes, metallic particles, protective and poisonous chemicals, on the one hand, and hierarchical discourses of race, place and civilisation, on the other. the ostensible social organization of white ants were compared in various moments with British imperial exploitation, communism, democratic socialism, and even the Indian National Congress. A history of entomo-politics in colonial and post-colonial South Asia thus reveals that insects such as white ants were shaped by, and traversed the porous domains of nature, culture and politics.
